
P O P U L A T I O N
C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S

Population characteristics describe the
diverse social, demographic, and economic fea-
tures of women in the U.S. Representing
slightly more than half of the Nation’s popula-
tion, women and girls accounted for over 144
million in 2003.

Analysis and comparison of data by sex, age,
and race and ethnicity can be used to tailor the
development and evaluation of programs and
policies serving women’s health.

The following section presents data on pop-
ulation characteristics that affect women’s
health. These factors include age, race and eth-
nicity, household composition, education,
income, occupation, and participation in Fed-
eral programs.
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U . S .  P O P U L A T I O N
In 2003, the U.S. population reached almost

283 million, with females representing 51.1 per-
cent of the population. Females younger than
age 35 accounted for 46.9 percent of the female
population, those aged 35 to 64 years repre-
sented 39.6 percent, and females over age 65
years accounted for 13.5 percent.

The distribution by sex was fairly even across
all age groups except among older persons,
where women accounted for a greater percent-
age of the population. Of those aged 65 years
and older, 57.6 percent were women.
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U.S. Female Population,* by Age, 2003
Source (I.1): U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey

*Includes only noninstitutionalized population not living in group quarters.

U.S. Population, by Age and Sex,* 2003
Source (I.1): U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey
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U . S .  F E M A L E  P O P U L A T I O N
B Y  R A C E / E T H N I C I T Y

The growing diversity of the U.S. female
population is reflected in the racial and ethnic
distribution of women across age groups. The
younger female population, under 25 years of
age, is significantly more diverse than the older
female population. The non-White population
represents 39 percent of females under 25 years
of age compared to only 18 percent of females
65 and older. Non-Hispanic Whites represent
61 percent of females under 25 years of age and
82 percent of females 65 and older.
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U.S. Female Population, by Age and Race/Ethnicity, 2003
Source (I.1): U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey

*Does not exclude Hispanics.
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H O U S E H O L D  C O M P O S I T I O N
W O M E N A S C A R E G I V E R S

In 2003, 50.3 percent of adult women were
married and living with a spouse. Over 10 per-
cent of women were the head of a household,
meaning that they had children or other rela-
tives living in their household, but no spouse.
Another 16.6 percent of adult women lived in
the home of a parent or other relative. Almost
15 percent of adult women lived alone, and
nearly 7 percent were living with non-relatives.

The households in which women live have a
variety of structures. For instance, among
women living with a spouse, just over 2 percent
lived with their spouse in someone else’s home

(such as with parents or roommates). In 2003,
almost 5 million women lived in unmarried-
partner households. Of these women, 93.5 per-
cent lived with a male partner and the other 6.5
percent lived with a female partner.1 Many
women also live with their adult children or
their grandchildren. In 2000 there were 3.7 mil-
lion women living with their grandchildren,
compared to just over 2 million men.2

Women often function as caregivers for the
people with whom they live, or for other rela-
tives or friends. One out of every four people is
a caregiver for a family member or friend, and,
in the absence of an able spouse, a daughter or
daughter-in-law is most likely to assume the role

of caregiver.3 Approximately 75 percent of care-
givers for older family members and friends are
female.4 Of the 2.4 million grandparents who
live with and are responsible for grandchildren,
63 percent are women.

1 U.S. Census Bureau. 2003 American Community Survey Sum-
mary Tables. American FactFinder, Table PCT008.

2 U.S. Census Bureau. Grandparents living with grandchildren:
2000. Census 2000 Brief, October 2003.

3 U.S. Department of Health and Human Service, Administra-
tion on Aging. Snapshot: National Family Caregiver Support
Program. August 2003.

4 Family Caregiver Alliance. Selected caregiver statistics.
http://www.caregiver.org
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Grandchildren Living with their Grandparents, 2002
Source (I.3): U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey
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Adult Women,* by Household Composition, 2003
Source (I.2): U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey

*Civilian, non-institutionalized population ages 15 years and older.
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M A T E R N I T Y  L E A V E
The time a mother takes off from work, paid

or unpaid, due to pregnancy and childbirth is
known as maternity leave. Since 1997, of moth-
ers who were employed at the time of their last
pregnancy, 70.2 percent took maternity leave
after birth. Women between the ages of 30 and
34 were most likely to have taken maternity
leave for their last pregnancy (78.9 percent),
while women between the ages of 18 and 25
were least likely (55.8 percent). This rate also

varied across race and ethnicity groups, with
Hispanic women being the least likely to have
taken maternity leave (60.1 percent). A major-
ity of women who reported taking maternity
leave for their last pregnancy had household
incomes at 200 percent of the Federal Poverty
Level (FPL) or greater.

The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA)
guarantees women who are on maternity leave
that their job will be protected for up to 12
weeks in any 12-month period. Among women

who took maternity leave during their last preg-
nancy, 80.7 percent reported taking 12 weeks or
less. Because paid maternity leave is not readily
available from most employers, women usually
use a combination of short-term disability, sick
leave, vacation, and personal days in order to
have some portion of their maternity leave paid.
However, among women who reported taking
maternity leave for their last pregnancy, 29.7
percent did not have any portion of their mater-
nity leave paid.
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Women Aged 18 to 44 Who Took Maternity Leave for Their 
Last Pregnancy, by Poverty Level, 2002
Source (I.4): Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health 
Statistics, National Survey of Family Growth

*Federal Poverty Level
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E D U C A T I O N A L  D E G R E E S
A N D  T E N U R E  A W A R D E D
T O  W O M E N

The number of post-secondary educational
degrees awarded to women has risen from just
over half a million in 1969-1970 to more than
1.4 million in 2001-2002. Although the num-
ber of degrees earned by men has also increased,
the growth among women has been much faster
and therefore the proportion of degrees earned
by women has also risen dramatically. In 1969-

1970, men earned a majority of every type of
degree, while in 2001-2002, women earned
more than 50 percent of all associate, bachelor’s,
and master’s degrees, and earned almost half of
all first professional and doctoral degrees. The
most significant increase has been in the pro-
portion of women earning a first professional
degree, which jumped from 5.3 percent in
1969-1970 to 47.3 percent in 2001- 2002. The
total number of women earning their first pro-
fessional degree (38,191) was 20 times greater

than in 1969-1970 (1,841).
Among women working as full-time instruc-

tional staff for degree-granting institutions, 41.5
percent had tenure during the 2001-2002 aca-
demic year, compared to 56.5 percent of men.
This varied greatly by rank, with the highest rate
of tenure among women with the rank of Pro-
fessor (90.7 percent). This is the only rank
where the rate of tenure was higher among men
(92.3 percent) than women.
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W O M E N  I N  H E A L T H
P R O F E S S I O N S  S C H O O L S

The health professions have long been char-
acterized by sex disparities. Some professions,
such as medicine and dentistry, have historically
been dominated by men, while others, such as
nursing, have been predominantly female. Over
the past several decades, these gaps have nar-
rowed, and in some cases women outnumber
their male counterparts. In 1980-1981, 47.4
percent of pharmacy students were women,
while in 2002-2003, women represented the
majority at 65.7 percent. Even in fields where
men are still the majority, the representation of
female students has grown. In 1980-1981, only
26.5 percent of medical students were women
compared to 46.7 percent in 2002-2003; in
2002, women represented 44.6 percent of the
student body at schools of osteopathic medicine
(data not shown). Similar gains have been made
in the field of dentistry, where 42.0 percent of
students were women in 2002-2003 compared
to only 17.0 percent in 1980-1981.

Female students represent the majority in a
number of health professions schools, including
social work (82.7 percent), public health (68.5
percent), and optometry (58.6 percent, not
shown). Women also represent the vast majority
of enrollees in dietetics programs—in 2002,
91.2 percent of dietetics students and interns

were women. Nursing also continues to be a
field dominated by women, although the pro-
portion of students who are female is slowly
declining. In the 1980-1981 academic year,

94.3 percent of nursing students were female,
while in 2003, females composed 90.8 percent
of all master’s-level nursing students.
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Women in Schools for Selected Health Professions, 1980-1981 and 2002-2003 
Source (I.6): Professional Associations
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W O M E N  I N
T H E  L A B O R  F O R C E

In 2003, females aged 16 and older made up
46.4 percent of the workforce. Among working
females, 75 percent worked full-time, compared
to 89 percent of males. Females who were full-
time wage and salary workers earned a weekly
median of $552 while men earned a median of
$695 per week, a ratio of 79.5 cents to one dol-
lar. This ratio has risen from 63 cents to a dollar
in 1979. In 2003, 5.7 percent of employed
women held multiple jobs, compared to 4.8 per-
cent of men. Among women holding multiple
jobs, 46 percent held a primary job full time and
a secondary job part time, 32 percent held two
part time jobs, and 2 percent held two full time
jobs.1

The ratio of females’ earnings to those of

males differed considerably by age, race, and
ethnicity in 2003. Women aged 45 to 54 earned
only 73 cents for every dollar earned by their
male counterparts, while women aged 16 to 24
earned 93.3 cents for every dollar earned by
males of the same age. Among Blacks and His-
panics, females earned 88 cents for every dollar
earned by their male counterparts, while White
females earned 79 cents for every dollar earned
by their male counterparts. The earnings of
Asian females were 5 percent greater than those
of White females, 22 percent greater than those
of Black females, and 46 percent greater than
those of Hispanic females. Comparatively, the
earnings of Asian men were 8 percent greater
than those of White men, 39 percent greater
than those of Black men, and 66 percent greater
than those of Hispanic men.2

Both males and females with less than a high
school diploma have experienced a decline in
inflation-adjusted earnings since 1979; however,
females’ earnings have fallen by only 8 percent
compared to 28 percent for males. Among those
with college degrees, earnings for women and
men have risen 34 and 22 percent respectively
since 1979.2

1 U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. The
employment situation: December 2004. January 2005.

2 U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. High-
lights of women’s earnings in 2003. Report #978. September
2004.
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Percent of Workers 

Representation of Females Aged 16 and Older in Occupational Sectors, 2003
Source (I.7): U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey; Department of Defense*
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Representation of Females Aged 16 
and Older in Annual Earning Levels, 
2003
Source (I.8): U.S. Census Bureau, American
Community Survey
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W O M E N  A N D  P O V E R T Y
In 2003, there were 35.9 million people liv-

ing with incomes below the Federal poverty
threshold.1 The poverty rate for all women 18
years and older in 2003 was 12.4 percent (13.8
million women). Poverty rates vary by age group
among women, with the youngest women aged
18-24 years reporting a poverty rate of 

19.7 percent. The lowest poverty rate (8.9 per-
cent) was found among women aged 45-64. The
poverty rate increases to 10.6 percent for women
aged 65-74 and to 14.3 percent for women aged
75 years and older.

Women in female-headed households with
no spouse experienced higher rates of poverty
(24.4 percent) than women in married-couple

families (5.2 percent) and men in male-headed
households (8.8 percent).

1 The Census Bureau uses a set of money income thresholds that
vary by family size and composition to determine who is poor.
If a family’s total income is less than that family’s threshold,
then that family and every individual in it is considered to be
poor. Examples of 2003 poverty levels were $9,393 for an indi-
vidual, $12,015 for a family of two, $14,680 for a family of
three, and $18,810 for a family of four.
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W O M E N  A N D  F E D E R A L
P R O G R A M  P A R T I C I P A T I O N

Federal programs can provide low-income
women and their families with essential help in
obtaining food and income support. The Fed-
eral Food Stamp Program helps low-income
individuals purchase food; in 2003, 68 percent
of all adult Food Stamp participants were

women. Nearly half (46 percent) of women par-
ticipants were in the 18-35 age group.

The Supplemental Food Program for
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) also plays
an important role in serving women and fami-
lies by providing supplementary nutrition dur-
ing pregnancy, the postpartum period, and
while breastfeeding. Most WIC participants 

(76 percent) are infants and children; however,
the program also serves over 1.8 million women,
representing 24 percent of WIC participants.
From 1992 to 2003, the number of adult
women participating in WIC increased by 51
percent, and it continues to rise.

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF), Federally- and State-funded, provides
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Adult Recipients of Food Stamps, by Age and Sex, 2003
Source (I.10): U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food Stamp Quality Control Sample
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monetary assistance and work opportunities to
needy families. In 1996, TANF replaced the
national welfare program known as Aid to Fam-
ilies with Dependent Children (AFDC) and
related initiatives. The main goals of TANF are
to move recipients into work and to turn welfare
into a program of temporary assistance with a

lifetime maximum enrollment of 5 years.
In Fiscal Year 2002, adult TANF recipients

numbered 1.3 million, of whom 1.2 million
(over 90 percent) were women. Over three-
quarters of female TANF recipients were in the
20-39 year age group. Among adult female
TANF recipients, 25 percent were employed, 

47 percent were unemployed and work, and
27.5 percent were not in the labor force (unem-
ployed and not looking for work.)

In 2002, the average amount of monthly
assistance provided through TANF was $418
per family. Of TANF families who had earned
income, the monthly earnings averaged $683.
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Adult Female Recipients of TANF, by Employment Status, 
Fiscal Year 2002
Source (I.12): Administration for Children and Families, National TANF Data File
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Female Recipients of TANF, by Age, Fiscal Year 2002
Source (I.12): Administration for Children and Families, National TANF Data File
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